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man had burnt to death when the troops had
set fire to his home. Even in some of the dark-
est passages, readers will find reliefin Lewis’s
prose. Sheimagines what the invading troops
see: “Thelandscape and vegetation so riotous
after the rainy season, its forests of baobab
and gum trees, towering cailcedrats, brilliant
greentamarinds with clusters of rusty-colored
drooping fruits and the flaming blooms of
flamboyant trees.”

Drive for liberty

Seeking freedom, many enslaved people fled
from Kajoor and other interior regions to the
French colonial outpostin Saint Louis, aseries
of smallislands at the mouth of the Senegal
River. Here, the colonial government had to
make ashow of supporting abolition. Butit was
a“false promised land”, Lewis writes, because
escapees would be returned to their captors
if they couldn’t establish residency in Saint
Louis. One way to do that was to find Walter
Samuel Taylor, one of the very few African
pastors for the Paris Evangelical Missionary
Society, whoranashelter for escapees. Lewis
tells the story of Moussa Sidibé, ayoung man
whom Taylor hid until the three-month resi-
dency period had passed and he could obtain
papers announcing his freedom. A striking
document reproduced in the book certifies
that Sidibé is “able to possess his own self”.

Taylor bound hisdrive to abolish slavery to
his goals as a missionary. At an 1878 meeting
of the evangelical society in France, he told
the audience that granting Africans free-
dom would give the church a competitive
edge against Muslims who were trying to win
hearts and minds. He alsowarned thataracist
approach to missionary work that denigrates
African culturesis alienating. In other words,
the quest for souls would be more successful
ifitrespected people’s lives.

Still, Taylor didn’t say much about slaveryin
Kajoor and other peanut-producing regions
— at least that was preserved in archives. Per-
haps such advocacy did not seem worth the
risk, given the threats he already faced to his
career fromsome Europeansinthe evangelical
mission. But there is no way to know his senti-
ments because, as Lewis reminds us, history is
only as complete as what’s left behind.

Slaves for Peanuts is a valuable addition to
agricultural and West African history. But part
of what makes the book for meis Lewis’s jour-
ney tracing this history in Senegal, a country
she’sresidedin formore thanadecade. When
the archives don’t contain the voices of peo-
ple who tilled the land, she goes in search of
stories, asking elders for the vanishing memo-
ries of those who came before. Even when she
comes up empty-handed, thereaderis richer
because of her questions.

Amy Maxmen is a senior reporter at Nature,
based in Oakland, California.
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Control

Adam Rutherford Weidenfeld & Nicolson (2022)

When Charles Darwin’s cousin, Francis Galton, coined the word
eugenics in 1883, he called it the study of the conditions under which
“men of a high type are produced”. This gross idea led to the gates

of Auschwitz, reminds broadcaster Adam Rutherford (an alumnus of
the Galton Laboratory, former name of University College London’s
human-genetics centre). It hasn’t gone away, he explains in his timely
salvo on the politics and history of notions that dog genetics, events up
to and after the ‘CRISPR twins’ and the resurgence of white supremacy.
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Dark and Magical Places

Christopher Kemp Profile/Wellcome Collection (2022)

“I have no sense of direction,” confesses molecular biologist
Christopher Kemp — unlike his wife, “an effortless and intuitive
navigator”. Once, in a mirror maze, he was transfixed with alarm, and
had to be pulled out by his seven-year-old son. Many others experience
similar disorientation, sometimes with disastrous results, as when
hikers get lost. Their stories vitalize this compelling study of the brain,
memory and navigation, in which one psychologist compares our
understanding of parts of the brain with knowledge of black holes.
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When the World Runs Dry

Nancy F. Castaldo Algonquin (2022)

Globally, millions of people must walk up to 6 kilometres daily to get
clean water, says environmental writer Nancy Castaldo. Moreover,
each year, more children die as a result of water contamination

than from violence, including war, said the United Nations in 2019.
Castaldo’s alarming book discusses many examples of shortages

and tainting, ranging from drought in Cape Town, South Africa, to
lead pollution in Flint, Michigan. She concludes with realistic steps to
reduce domestic consumption and contamination.
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Making Numbers Count

Chip Heath and Karla Starr Avid Reader (2022)

Business scholar Chip Heath and science journalist Karla Starr are
familiar with the need to “translate numbers into instinctive human
experience”, informatively and memorably. Unable to find a book
on the subject, they decided to write their own. Their diverse guide
bubbles with translated statistics. For example, there are about
400 million civilian-owned firearms in the United States — that
translates into one for every adult and child, with around 70 million
left over.
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Genetically Modified Democracy

Aniket Aga Yale Univ. Press (2021)

India’s 1960s Green Revolution began without much deliberation. The
government promoted high-yielding varieties of wheat and rice, and
guaranteed purchase prices. This helped “already well-off, landed
farmers”, notes environmentalist Aniket Aga, but led to huge debts

for the struggling majority. When genetically modified crops reached
India in 2002, they cultivated much more scrutiny, involving scientists,
seed companies, farmers, consumers and the state. Aga describes the
debate, without claiming to provide an answer. Andrew Robinson
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